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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the effectiveness of a sexual education
curriculum on mental health and development of self-care among lower secondary
school students. The research adopted a quantitative, quasi-experimental design. The
statistical population consisted of students from public lower secondary schools in
District 1 of Karaj city. Using convenience sampling, 30 seventh-grade female
students were selected from a public school and assigned into two groups of 15
(experimental and control). The research instruments included three questionnaires:
the Moghadessin Mental Health Questionnaire (2022), the Javidan Self-Care
Questionnaire (2017), and a researcher-made checklist designed to appraise the
effectiveness of the intervention program. The study was undertaken using a pre-test
and post-test design with experimental and control groups. Data were analyzed using
multivariate and univariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA and ANCOVA).
The findings revealed that the sexual education curriculum had a statistically
significant impact on some components of mental health at the level of p < 0.01.
Further, in the dimensions of self-care (physical, social, and spiritual), the sexual
education program exhibited a significant effect on development of emotional,
psychological, and physical self-care (p < 0.01). Also, the significant difference
between the post-test scores of the experimental group compared to the control
group demonstrated the effectiveness of the sexual education intervention program.
Based on the findings, it is recommended that educational policymakers design a
sexual education curriculum grounded in an Islamic-indigenous approach as well as
based on the philosophical, social, and cultural foundations of Iran. They can also
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formally incorporate it as an essential educational and cultural skill in schools so
that students can be protected from unintended and hidden social harms.

Keywords: Curriculum of sex education, mental health, self-care, first year
of high school.
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Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental stage characterized by major
biological, cognitive, emotional, and social changes influencing identity
formation, behavior, and psychological well-being. Rapid physical
maturation, emotional sensitivity, as well as exposure to technological,
social, and cultural challenges may heighten adolescents’ vulnerability to
psychological difficulties and risky behaviors. From an educational
perspective, this period offers an important opportunity for preventive
interventions that promote mental health, emotional awareness, and adaptive
life skills. International organizations such as WHO and UNESCO
underscore the value of age-appropriate educational programs that support
responsible decision-making and healthy development. In the Iranian
sociocultural context, social changes as well as the increasing gap between
puberty and marriage have augmented the need for culturally sensitive sex
education. Nevertheless, this topic remains underrepresented in formal
education, resulting in limited awareness regarding mental health and self-
care. Thus, the present study aimed to explore the effectiveness of a
culturally adapted sex education curriculum on mental health and self-care
development among first-year high school female students.

Method

This study adopted a quantitative, quasi-experimental design using a pre-
test—post-test structure with experimental and control groups. The statistical
population consisted of female students attending public first-year high
schools in District 1 of Karaj, Iran. Using convenience sampling, 30 seventh-
grade female students were selected and randomly assigned to an
experimental group (n = 15) and a control group (n = 15).

The intervention included a structured sex education curriculum
implemented across 12 instructional sessions. The program addressed key
developmental topics, including puberty awareness, personal hygiene,
emotional regulation, mental health principles, assertiveness skills, peer
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relationships, media literacy, self-awareness, and responsible social
behavior. The educational approach underscored holistic development by
integrating cognitive, emotional, social, and ethical dimensions aligned with
culturally grounded values.

Data were collected using three instruments: the Moghadasin Mental
Health Questionnaire (2022), appraising psychological dimensions such as
anxiety, anger, aggression, attention-related problems, as well as
interpersonal functioning; the Javidan Self-Care Questionnaire (2017), based
on Orem’s self-care theory and measuring physical, psychosocial, and
emotional self-care; and a researcher-developed checklist ascertaining
learning outcomes related to the intervention. Reliability and validity indices
were supported by previous studies and reassessed in the current research.
Data were analyzed via descriptive statistics and inferential analyses,
including multivariate and univariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA
and ANCOVA), to compare group differences while controlling for baseline
SCores.

Results

The findings indicated that participation in the sex education curriculum
led to statistically significant improvements in several components of mental
health (p < 0.01). The intervention significantly lowered anxiety, anger,
aggression, and unusual behaviors, while ameliorating students’
relationships with family members, peers, and acquaintances. Nevertheless,
no significant effects were observed for depression, obsessive tendencies,
attention problems, or hyperactivity. This suggests that these dimensions
may require longer or more intensive interventions.

Regarding self-care development, significant differences were observed
between the experimental and control groups across all three dimensions of
self-care. Students in the experimental group exhibited improvements in
physical self-care, reflected in greater awareness of health and hygiene
practices; psychosocial self-care, reflected in stronger interpersonal skills
and social responsibility; and emotional self-care, reflected in improved
emotional regulation, self-awareness, and self-acceptance. Significant
differences in post-test scores confirmed the overall effectiveness of the
intervention, with the effect size estimates indicating moderate to large
practical significance, highlighting the educational impact of the curriculum.

Discussion

The findings revealed that a structured, culturally sensitive sex education
curriculum can positively influence adolescents’ mental health and
strengthen self-care capacities. Through promoting awareness, emotional
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regulation, and social competence, the intervention supported protective
psychological processes that contribute to healthier developmental
outcomes. The integration of knowledge-based instruction with life skills
and value-oriented guidance appears to have boosted students’ adaptive
functioning and psychological safety.

These results align with previous research suggesting that skill-based and
indirect educational approaches could ameliorate adolescents’ psychological
well-being, self-efficacy, and responsible decision-making. The curriculum’s
emphasis on communication skills, ethical reasoning, and self-awareness
likely contributed to diminished emotional distress and improved
interpersonal functioning.

In spite of these positive outcomes, several limitations should be
acknowledged. These include the small sample size, reliance on self-report
measures, cultural sensitivities surrounding the topic, as well as the limited
duration of the intervention. Future research is recommended to employ
larger and more diverse samples, longitudinal follow-up designs, and
broader educational contexts to ascertain the long-term sustainability of
intervention effects.

In conclusion, the findings highlight the importance of designing and
implementing culturally adapted sex education curricula grounded in
Islamic-native values and aligned with Iran’s philosophical, social, and
cultural foundations. The formal integration of such programs into school
curricula may serve as an effective educational and preventive strategy for
promoting mental health, boosting self-care skills, and protecting
adolescents from hidden as well as unintended social harms.
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Table 1.
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Table 2.
Mean and standard deviation of the research variable

Pre-test Post-test

Variable Group Number
SsOD M SD
Depression Experiment 15 1540 8.52 14.40 9.53
Control 15 14.00 13.75 12.80 13.34
Anxiety Experiment 15 12.73 446 4.06 271
Control 15 10.53 10.30 12.53 9.34
Corporealization Experiment 15 480 3.98 453 3.66
Control 15 426 497 433 5.65
Anger Experiment 15 1553 4.06 6.86 3.48
Control 15 1440 7.98 15.00 8.21
Aggression Experiment 15 320 101 146 051
- Control 15 3.80 3.18 313 0.83
= . Experiment 15 11.93 8.90 12.73 10.15
& Atention problems Control 15 1086 1058 9.46 10.70
g ADHD Experiment 15 700 573 6.66 547
s Control 15 473 454 546 3.87
Lodge game-disobedience Experiment 15 326 334 513 474
Control 15 513 550 4.00 3.62
Behavioral problems Experiment 15 5.06 3.88 5.33 5.20
Control 15 553 5.69 3.20 2.98
Relationship with family, Experiment 15 10.53 555 1840 5.76
friends and acquaintances Control 15 10.53 8.06 10.06 6.49
Obsession Experiment 15 9.93 6.02 9.13 5.05
Control 15 9.40 5.69 853 6.06
Strange behaviors Experiment 15 20.06 2.81 1492 221
Control 15 19.73 3.39 19.80 4.22
= . Experiment 15 41.93 12.26 55.13 11.33

S Physical

S Control 15 4160 9.96 42.60 10.86
E Psycho-social Experiment 15 56.33 8.86 63.66 7.25
3 Control 15 55.73 9.03 56.66 9.61
“;") Emotional Experiment 15 39.00 3.46 4480 254
@ Control 15 39.66 7.48 40.33 7.25
Sex education Experiment 15 21.66 1.44 23.73 1.38
Control 15 20.80 2.17 20.80 2.30
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Table 3.

Multivariate covariance analysis to compare the mean self-care scores in the control
and experimental groups

Test Value F Hypgtfhesis Egrfor Sigr;gilg?nce sq%tgre asltgg\sl\%cr
Pilay effect 0.625 12.794 3 23 0.001 0.625 0.999
Wilks Lambda 0.375 12.794 3 23 0.001 0.625 0.999
Hoteling effect 1.669 12.794 3 23 0.001 0.625 0.999
Roy's Largest Root  1.669 12.794 3 23 0.001 0.625 0.999
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Table 4.

Results of covariance analysis of pretest and posttest mean scores of experimental
and control groups in the mental health

o g, b
Group 3.259 1 3.259 0.087 0.771 0.005
Depression Error  290.138 16 19.134 - - -
Total 1028.000 30 - - - -
Group 176493 1 176.493 6.090 0.003 0.430
Anxiety Error 251583 16 14.598 - - -
Total  3929.000 30 - - - -
Group 1.276 1 1.276 0.070 0.794 0.004
Corporealization  Error  290.138 16 18.134 - - -
Total 1225.000 30 - - - -
Group 107930 1 107.930 7.998 0.012 0.333
Anger Error 215916 16 13.495 - - -
Total 5196.000 30 - - - -
Group 7.626 1 7.626 11.346 0.004 0.415
Aggression Error 10.754 16  0.672
Total  193.000 30
Group 14960 1 14960 0.601 0.449 0.036
Attention problems Error  398.013 16 24.876 - - -
Mental Total 6827.000 30 - - - -
health Group 10813 1  10.813 0.634 0.437 0.038
ADHD Error 24710 16 17.044 - - -
Total 1744.000 30 - - - -
Group 25807 1 25807 3.138 0.096 0.164
'agg%iglaer:fe Eror 131570 16 8233 - - -
Total 1135.000 30 - - - -
Group 0.158 1 0.158 0.019 0.893 0.001
Behavioral problems Error  135.187 16  8.449 - - -
Total 1084.000 30 - - -
Relationship with Group  197.592 1 197.592 27.550 0.001 0.633
family, friends and Error 114.755 16 7.172 - - -
acquaintances  Total  7655.000 30 - - - -
Group 0.014 1 0.014 0.001 0.979 0.001
Obsession Error  316.780 16 19.799 - - -
Total 3217.000 30 - - - -
Group 124453 1 124.453 27.849 0.001 0.635
Strange behaviors  Error 71502 16  4.469 - - -
Total 9545.000 30 - - - -
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Table 5.
The mean and standard error of mental health in experimental and control groups

Experiment  Control

Variable M SD M _SD

Depression 1515 2.17 14.04 2.17
Anxiety 423 136 12.36 1.36
Corporealization 408 156 4.77 151

Anger 775 130 1411 1.37
Aggression 145 025 314 0.29
Mental Attention problems 991 177 1228 1.85
health - Appp 506 147 7.07 147
Lodge game-disobedience 3.013 1.02 6.12 1.02
Behavioral problems 414 103 4.38 1.03
Relationship with family, friends and acquaintances 1853 0.95 9.93 0.95
Obsession 886 158 8.79 158
Strange behaviors 13.95 0.75 20.77 0.75
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Table 6.
Results of Covariance Analysis of pretest and posttest mean scores of experimental
and control groups in the self-care development

Total Mean Effect

Variable df .
squares squares size

Group 1331599 1 1331599 16.120 0.001 0.392
Physical Error 2065.098 25 82.604 - - -
Total  76270.00 30 - - - -

Group  523.445 1 523.445  16.570 0.001 0.399
Error  789.767 25 - - - -
Total 115698.00 30 115698.00 - - -

Group  265.466 1 265.466  17.714 0.001 0.415
Emotional Error  374.655 25 14.986 - - -
Total 56517.00 30 - - - -

Self-care Psycho-
development  social
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Table 7.
The mean and standard error of self-care development in experimental and control

groups

. Experiment Control
Variable
M SD M SD
Physical 55.63 2.36 42.10 2.36
Self-care Psycho-social 65.70 1.46 75.22 1.46
development
Emotional 45.98 1.08 49.94 1.08
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